the view from a managing editor juliana mccarthy
I have been evaluating manuscripts for copy-editing at a large university press since 2001. Of the books the press publishes each season (fall and spring), on average, 85 per cent are edited by freelancers and 15 per cent by in-house editors. The percentage of books edited in-house was higher when we had two full-time manuscript editors on staff in addition to five production editors; at this time, the staff consists of just the five full-time production editors, most of whom perform at least occasional copy-editing.
For freelance copy editors, my process has long been to estimate the hours required for the initial edit and then to pay freelancers by actual hours worked rather than using a flat fee. I simply feel more comfortable paying for actual hours worked, even if they should exceed my initial estimate, than settling on a flat fee and possibly doing the copy editor out of monies earned. There is, of course, a benefit to the press should the copy editor's hours come in short of my estimate. Overall, paying by the hour is a good incentive for me to strive for greater accuracy in my evaluations.
The estimate of hours is also used to prepare a tentative production schedule and to set a date for release of the finished book, both of which occur at the time that editing gets under way. For cleanup of the files after the author's review, I estimate a percentage of the time spent on the initial edit, usually 15 per cent to 25 per cent, although complex cleanups may range as high as 30 per cent to 50 per cent. Edits that generate a lot of author queries and that include a great deal of revising by both the copy editor and the author inevitably have 'messy' cleanups, ones that fall in the higher time range.
For cost-estimating purposes, I've been required to distill my process for evaluating manuscripts into a one-size-fits-all formula to be used for pricing and print-run decisions. It's my belief that the formula is really only useful as an estimating tool and may not be predictive for a specific manuscript because of all the many variables that come into play.
When I first began preparing manuscripts for copy-editing, I checked every page of hard-copy manuscript for style issues that I wanted to comment on and marked coding instructions for unusual elements. At that time, I was getting to know the existing freelance pool in terms of how much direction the freelancers needed. I was also learning with each project how much time things took and how well my sense of the hours required to complete an editing job meshed with the copy editor's actual work.
These days, my review is done entirely on-screen. I look at only a minor percentage of the actual manuscript because I have more confidence in what I need to check to get an accurate sense of the editing issues and because I can be sure that all of my experienced editors, whether in-house or freelance, will alert me to any problems or surprises that might change the extent of the work required. If I'm working with a copy editor for the first time, I will do a closer review of the manuscript before handing it off in order to flag issues of house style, including coding requirements, and to clearly demonstrate the level of edit I am requesting.
All of this work takes place in the context of time constraints: how many manuscripts are in the queue awaiting editing, how quickly must editing begin in order to make the desired publication date, how familiar with our practices is the copy editor I have in mind for the job. Shortcuts are indeed taken when necessary -fewer sample edits done and more reliance on the copy editor letting me know whether there are unusual text elements, problems with organization, or large numbers of incomplete or missing citations. From my conversations with other managing editors, I believe that the quantity of projects overseen directly affects the extent of the evaluation and preparation that can reasonably be accomplished. I employ a practice that works for me now but that I have adjusted in the past and will adjust as future needs require.
In general, if I find the author's writing to be wordy, vague, or repetitive, or to have frequent instances of missing words (articles, prepositions) or wrong word choices (terms misused or wrong preposition selected), I will spend more time doing sample edits to convey what work I think is needed. If the writing is less accessible, but it is typical of a given discipline or the unique style of a senior author, my sample edits are even more critical because they focus on showing editors what not to fix. Knowing what to leave alone is a crucial skill any editor should cultivate.
I do not work from any written guidelines, although some editors prefer to use a checklist to help track the steps involved. My thirty-plus years of experience are a large component of my decision making. Even with a list in hand of everything that needs to be considered when evaluating a manuscript, someone new to the evaluation process would struggle until he or she had 1) completed enough reviews to see a wide range of styles and editing needs; and 2) guided numerous projects through the full editing and production cycle. What is relevant to consider as part of an evaluation is going to vary to some extent with each manuscript, and knowing what's relevant and what isn't is a reflection of time spent doing the work, looking at lots of manuscripts, and successes and mistakes along the way.
I have had the benefit of good training from two managing editors who preceded me in my position, but also my years of work as a production editor at more than one university press informs my evaluations greatly -'on the ground' work that really sees the results of not performing certain sorts of checks and of omissions and errors in the copy-editing. The production editors whose work I oversee keep me informed with feedback on any problems in the manuscripts they handle. I also review first pages on each new manuscript, so I can see directly how successful my evaluations of the editing needs were and whether in fact the copy editor and project were a good fit.
As I begin an evaluation of a new manuscript, I approach the text with an open mind and wait for the words to tell me what the prose needs in order to be clear, well organized, accurate, and consistently styled. No, I'm not a manuscript whisperer, but I do let manuscripts speak for themselves, independent of what I've been led to expect by acquisitions editors, referee reports, or sales and marketing folks. The instructions I give for editing must accurately reflect the publisher's expectations for the book in terms of size of audience, return on investment, and schedule, but I still need to make my own assessment of a manuscript's condition and the likelihood of successful improvements being made. That said, the most helpful thing an acquisitions editor can do in advance of the editing stage is to convey realistic information about the audience, both its nature and size.
If a new manuscript comes in from an author we've published before, I check our records for any issues that may have arisen during editing and production -a copy editor the author worked well with, style preferences, receptiveness to being edited, amount of revision in copy-editing and at the page proof stage. Our editing and production process is explained to all authors, but it's especially important to do so clearly for a first-time author, as the various stages are likely to be unfamiliar to that person. For seasoned but new-to-us authors, I look for clues to their editing experiences in how they respond to the referee reports and in the cover letter they include with the final manuscript. It is extremely useful if the acquisitions editor can share any tips on working with the author ('she prefers talking on the phone to sending emails'), as well as anything the editor might know about the author's schedule ('he'll be in the Amazon during July with no email').
It's essential that I consider how the publisher has classified a given manuscript. Is it expected to reach the general reader? Is it intended for classroom use? Is it a monograph with a modest print run? This question of audience is critical for thinking about the editing needs of a manuscript. Audience is tightly linked to the question of how much money we can spend on the editing, although an extremely long monograph for a specialized audience is going to require a significant outlay of editing funds even if only the most basic work is done on the manuscript -a copy editor can only read so fast, whether he is editing with a light hand or a heavy hand.
There's also the issue of the requested delivery date. Will special effort be required to make that date -possibly requiring compromises in the editing, such as letting incomplete reference entries stand if a first round of queries to the author doesn't elicit the missing information? Or will the schedule be a lower priority because, say, factual accuracy is deemed particularly important in a given instance, and we need to allow the author adequate time to recheck her sources?
For most projects, I'm drawing from a pretty small range of pages to be edited per hour. A much higher rate of pages edited per hour would be appropriate for jobs that require primarily proofreading and coding for typesetting (by coding I mean simple generic coding of design elements, not XML) -these might be books of poetry in translation or collections of essays that had previously been published. So, if we define a 'page' as 250 words long, I'm talking about four pages per hour at the low end and six to eight pages per hour at the high end for typical manuscripts. This isn't to say that I haven't had work that clocked in at only three pages per hour because of the complexity of the edit or fifteen to twenty pages per hour for a straightforward proofreading of verse.
In calculating rates of pages edited per hour, I divide a manuscript into four categories: text, notes and bibliography, tables, and art. This allows me to take into account complex tables, for instance, in what would otherwise be a straightforward, that is, light, edit. 'Art' includes the copy editor's review of each image (proofreading and styling any labels), verification of placement and orientation instructions, editing the figure legends, and checking permissions language against the credits. For notes and bibliographies, we try to follow existing style guides as appropriate for the discipline and audience, but if an author has been consistent and logical in the styling of these materials, we will leave them as is rather than spend the time to tweak them to meet a given style exactly. For tables, I look at how many pages' worth there are, the complexity of the tables, and how much basic style work they require.
It is the editing of the text proper that most informs my overall sense of the complexity of the project. When I use terms such as light, medium, or heavy, I'm mainly referring to the nature of the more substantive work that's needed. By that I mean, how much intervention does the prose require to achieve accessibility for its intended audience while still maintaining the author's voice? Are there many terms or abbreviations used without clarification in a book intended for undergraduates? Do sentences tend to be quite complex but readily lend themselves to being broken apart into more manageable lengths -or is the writing so abstract and complicated that sentences must remain as they are rather than risk altering not only the author's meaning but her voice?
Separately, I think about the level of housekeeping needed -basic punctuation and grammar; spelling, especially names of persons and organizations; and capitalization and hyphenation. It's possible for there to be so much housekeeping work needed that, in effect, the edit is heavy -that is, a low rate of pages are edited per hour. If there are data-heavy tables and extensive discussion of them in the text, that'll slow down the work. If I realize the author's grasp of proper names is poor (inconsistent spelling of names or misspelling the name of someone well known), I may ask the copy editor to do some fact-checking. However, given our time constraints and the fact that our copy editors are not necessarily subject-matter experts, that sort of thing is considered to be primarily the author's responsibility. If the manuscript is heavy with author-date citations, the cross-checking against the references can be slow going, completely apart from the editing of the actual cites. For a manuscript that seems to have many errors in its citations, I sometimes schedule more time at the author's review stage to allow the author to fix errors, or I might ask the author to do some double-checking independently while copy-editing proceeds so that the author can make corrections more quickly after receiving the edited manuscript.
I do try to give each manuscript everything it needs during the editing cycle, tempered by the overall schedule, the author's receptiveness to editing, and the particular strengths and inclinations of the copy editors who happen to be available. For example, I would likely not assign a light edit to an editor who is ruthless in rooting out incomplete citations and tends toward several rounds of queries; that editor would be more successful on a project that needed a heavier hand. But in a given instance, the editor's subject-matter expertise might outweigh her editing tendencies in determining her suitability.
So, there are many variables to consider in deciding what kind of edit a manuscript will receive: audience, which relates to price and print run; overall schedule -average, tight, or no particular scheduling needs; author's general prose style and basic grammar, spelling, and punctuation; author's factual accuracy, including names and dates and the ability to quote from other sources completely and accurately; any issues with dropped words, duplicate words, wrong words, repetitive word choices; consistency in capitalization and hyphenation, use of italics, spelling; accessibility of content, which also relates back to audience; completeness and accuracy of notes and bibliography: non-editors tend to think of documentation as requiring machinelike editing and being of little import, but copy editors recognize how labourintensive the editing of this material can be and, for scholarly books, how essential to the perceived value and reliability of the author's work; and last but quite important, the particular editing and subject-matter strengths of the copy editors available at a given time.
As Mark Fretz, director of editorial services at Scribe, said at the 2016 meeting of the Association of American University Presses, it all comes down to relationships. Putting an appropriate copy editor to work on each manuscript, managing author expectations, and having clear communication with all parties -staff, authors, and copy editors -goes a long way toward a smooth and successful publication process.
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